Introduction
The toxicological effect of mercury compounds on both plant and animal life has long been recognized, but it was not until the disaster at Minamata Bay in 1953 that the subject received world-wide attention [1] . Mercury occurs naturally in the environment in the form of mineral deposits and also anthropogenically from industrial and agricultural wastes. Because of its high toxicity, there has been extensive research and development into techniques which can be used to determine mercury in a variety of samples.
Colorimetric and spectrophotometric methods were initially adopted [2] , but these had poor sensitivity and entailed long. and delicate manipulations which often caused contamination and loss of analyte. Today, the most commonly used method for measuring mercury is cold vapour-atomic absorption spectrometry (CV-AAS). This technique was first described by Poluektov and Vitkun as early as 1963 [3] and later popularized by Hatch and Ott [4] . Since that time, numerous modifications have been reported [5, 6] and several commercial systems are now available.
Although CV-AAS has now become a widely used technique, there are several disadvantages associated with the use of AAS detection, such as limited linear calibration range, spectral interferences resulting from non-specific background absorption of volatile organics [7] , and difficulties with measurements at lower levels. spectrometer to obtain a dispersive system. More recently, Godden and Stockwell [9] [15] . Although a reduction in signal is clearly observed, the quenching process has no relation to linearity because the self-absorption process is dependent on the atomic concentration and the atom cell dimensions. The reduction in signal from quenching therefore has no practical use in this application. The analytical response curve for nitrogen is also shown in figure 3 . 
Mercury is

